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'Journaled to Death':
Reviving Student Interest
in Written Re·flection
Mary Jo Finney is an assistant professor at the
University of Michigan - Flint. She teaches
reading and language arts methods courses to preservice and practicing teachers in the
undergraduate and graduate degree programs.
ournal writing has always been at the
heart of my classroom. As an
instructor of pre-service teachers, there
are several reasons why I have my
students keep a journal. First,
encouraging pre-service teachers to engage in
reflection about their learning is seen as a
potentially valuable practice (Bolin, 1988;
Calderhead, 1989; Zeichner & Liston, 1987). I
believe that learning to reflect should be a
teacher's fundamental goal for her students.
Second, I want my students to discover writing as
a comfortable way to explore their own thinking.
Third, though the classroom is typically a one-tomany form of communication, journals afford the
opportunity for one-to-one communication.
Finally, as researchers discover the impact on their
teaching of teachers' experiences as students
(Bolin, 1988; Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1991;
Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984), I look for
worthwhile learning experiences that my students
may carry with them to their future classrooms.
Journals seemed to be a near-perfect course
requirement. But each semester, I noticed a
growing dissatisfaction with journal writing
among the students. Groans of "Not another
journal!" and "We're doing those in another
class; do we have to do one for you, too?" grew
louder. One student wrote in a journal entry:
"We are all being journaled to death!"
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Clearly, I could have ignored my students'
protests and insisted that, as their teacher, I
knew what was best for them. But I was not
convinced this approach would rekindle their
interest in journal writing. I had to find a way to
let my students rediscover the pleasure ( and
power) of journal writing for themselves, not for
me.
As I tried to reshape the journal writing
experience, I discovered my own frustration
with journals. The private nature of journal
writing seemed to bring out the deepest reflections from the student, but it was only the
student and I who benefited from some very rich
ideas. I wanted every student to gain from the
treasures each of them found through their
personal writing. I had tried having students
read aloud portions of their journals to the
whole class. The effect on both the writer and
listeners was dramatic. Reading journal entries
aloud, however, ran contrary to the intent of a
personal journal, and I worried that this practice
might be inhibiting to the writer. So how could I
arrange for each student to deepen his or her
own thinking through writing and benefit from
the reading of others' responses?
My answer came from a colleague at a distance learning conference. She described her
students engaging in very lively, thought-provoking discussions via e-mail. Her students did
SPRING

2002

33

'JOURNALED TO DEATH'

not just write to her but wrote to one another.
The idea of written discussion in small groups
was intriguing. My students would be writing,
reading, reflecting, and engaging in both one-toone and one-to-many forms of communication.
Since my students were not geographically
separated, as in a distance learning setting, I
dismissed the idea of using e-mail and
planned to have them exchange journals
written in spiral notebooks. But the logistics
of nearly 40 students copying their journals
and exchanging them with one another several times a week created visions of an
unmanageable paper frenzy. With the prevalence of e-mail as a regular form of
communication, it made sense to try electronic journal writing.

Article Response Groups are Born
I began this group sharing of journal writing
in a methods course for the teaching of language
arts. I divided my class into four groups. Each
group was assigned a name - reading, writing,
listening or speaking - to represent each of the
language arts. One of the technicians at the
university computer center created a listserve
for each group. That way, when a student emailed his or her group members, the response
had to be mailed only to the group
name rather than to each individual member. I was listed on
each group and received any
e-mail that was sent between
group members.
I expected that moving journal
writing from a relatively private
act to a more public act and from paper to an
electronic format would require a slightly different approach, and many questions arose in my
mind. What will the students write about? Will
they have anything to say? How will they respond to one another's writing?
My distance learning colleague mentioned
that her students centered their discussion
around a newspaper clip she had given them.
This fit quite well with one of my other course
requirements, article reviews. Students were
required to select articles from a peer-reviewed
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journal and write a critique that summarized and
addressed the strengths, weaknesses, and implications of the article content for the classroom.
Using journal articles as a discussion starter
for the groups made sense. Not only would the
articles provide common ground for discussion,
but the students would expand their reading,
experience alternative viewpoints, and validate
or modify their own beliefs. I decided to refer to
this new classroom activity as article response
groups.

Getting Started
The article response groups were described to
the students as discussion groups that combined
journals and article reviews into one. I encouraged them to write informally, just as they do in
journals, with the goal being fluency rather than
a perfectly composed paper. It was not quantity,
but quality of thought represented through their
writing that was the goal in the article response
group.
There were three response sessions over the
course of the semester. Each session involved
the reading of an article and the writing of two
responses to the article. Every few weeks, I
supplied the students with a paper copy of an
article from a peer-reviewed journal relevant to
some aspect of the teaching of language arts.
Within one week of receiving the article, each
student was responsible for writing a response to the article and e-mailing it to the
other group members. During the second
week, each student was to read his/her fellow
group members' individual responses and write
a response to these responses.
While I did not want to write a prescription
for how to respond in the groups, I did offer the
following suggestions for how they might begin
writing:
1. Did you like the article?
2. What were its strengths and weaknesses?
3. Would you use any of what you read in your
classroom?
4. How is the article connected to our class
discussion or our textbook?
The article response group discussions were
designed to remain in written form and, there-
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fore, were not discussed in class. The only
discussion relating to the groups had to do with
the use of e-mail. Early in the semester, I began
each class session by asking if there were any
problems related to accessing e-mail. The few
technology-based problems that occurred were
solved by other students who had encountered
similar difficulties and found a remedy.

Teacher Role in the Response Groups
A major dilemma I faced in establishing the
article response groups was defining my role in
the group. Was I to be a member of each group?
Should I serve as a participant or an observer?
These same questions I faced in the classroom.
The teacher's participation in a small group
discussion often becomes teacher-centered and
interferes with an honest exchange of student
ideas. Listening over the students' shoulders
often does not go unnoticed and can affect the
quality (and quantity) of discussion as students
feel as though they are performing rather than
engaging in a discussion. I decided to let the
students' writing determine my role in the
group.
The first round of responses was disappointingly brief and shallow. Most of them
consisted of comments like "I liked the
article" or "I agreed with what the authors
had to say." There was not a lot of interaction
with group members' responses, nor was there
much evidence that students were thinking about
the article from anyone else's view point but
their own. I wasn't sure whether they were
timid about sharing ideas with their peers or
unsure about how to critique an article. My role,
however, was quite clear.
I responded to the first article after all the
students had e-mailed their responses to one
another. Using the same informal stream of
consciousness writing I had encouraged them
to use, I loaded my response with lots of
questions the article sparked in me. I wrote of
things the article reminded me of, made
connections to issues referenced in class, and
responded to specific comments students had
made. None of my comments was evaluative
of the students' work.
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The following week, nearly every response
had almost doubled in length. Students were
e-mailing one another individually. Some
were responding numerous times during the
week.

Students Assess the New Format
After the second response session, I asked
students to write a brief critique of the article
response groups. They expressed overwhelming
satisfaction with the groups. Some students
acknowledged that they felt grateful for the
opportunity to become more comfortable using
e-mail. Many students described being initially
skeptical about using e-mail in this way and
later being surprised at how well it worked. The
few students who encountered frustrations with
this assignment found support from fellow
students.
Many students liked the anonymity they felt
in writing e-mail. Others expressed frustration at
not really knowing whom they were
writing to. Still other students felt
they knew exactly whom they were
writing to and felt the group was a
safe, intimate place to ask questions
and kick around new ideas. They
were affirming what technology
expert Howard Rheingold ( 1993) has
remarked: "It's [electronic communication] a
way of both making contact with and maintaining a distance from others" (p. 26).
By far, the most consistent comment was that
students enjoyed the informal style of writing
because they felt it helped them feel less selfconscious in their writing. After one student
wrote a somewhat lengthy version of her
thoughts, she added, "I'm sorry if this is confusing, but often when an idea pops into my head,
it is not concrete until I ponder on it for a
while."
Probably the most significant result was that
students were aware of the impact of this format
on helping them see other viewpoints. They
were amazed at the number of different reactions to the same article. Almost all of them
commented on how reading others' views had an
impact on their own views.
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[am] curious about the YOUNG
children part too. Do you mean
ONLY young children? Or do you
mean ESPECIALLY young children? Doesn't everyone benefit
from writing about experiences?

Assessing Student Responses
As I looked at the nature and quality of students' writing in the response groups, I found the
following:
1. Students wrote responses that sounded
very much like personal conversations.
None of the students wrote in a formal
writing style. Most interwove personal
comments in their responses to the articles
including personal news, insecurities, and
frustrations.
2. Students made many connections between
the article they were critiquing and field
experiences, class discussions, and the text.
3. Many comments were metacognitive in
nature. Students wrote of the effect of
writing on their thinking and the effect of
reading perspectives different from their
own. Much of the interaction forced each
student to reconsider his or her own response. As one student wrote, "WOW!! Did
we all interpret this article different or
what??? It is interesting to me to see
through your eyes and to 'look' into the
minds of others. I think that is how we
learn."
4. Many responses quoted or paraphrased
fellow group members and asked the
writer to clarify, justify, and defend his or
her position. The following is a sample of
the interaction that occurred between
group members after reading an article
about observational writing:
Tonya: I have a question for Jennifer. In
your response, you said that you
think observational writing should
only be for YOUNG children. Why
do you think that and exactly how
young?? I thought that observational
writing would be good for all ages.
But perhaps on a slightly different
level for more advanced writers.
Isn't observational writing what
scientists practice everyday when
constructing theories and ideas?
Susan: Jennifer, have you pondered your
"observational writing" more? I
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Jennifer (to Tonya and Susan): What I
meant and did not communicate
clearly, was to emphasis [sic] my
point that observational writing is
not often used with "YOUNG" (kl st) children. Yes, observational
writing is used at many grade
levels and is a great tool for connecting "personally" with writing,
but in my experience K & I st
grade teachers either shy away
from it, or simply don't think
about it as a developmental writing tool. Happy Valentines
Day!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5. Many students commented on technology
as a vehicle for responding. Several
students expressed their appreciation for
finally learning to use e-mail. Others
aired their frustrations while fellow
members empathized and encouraged
those having difficulty to "hang in there."
One student unintentionally wrote her
response in all capital letters. She received several responses from fellow
students asking why she felt so strongly
about her response since it was in all caps
( a protocol in e-mail indicating an intensity of response).
6. There was a hint of the "teacher" coming
out in some students as they wrote evaluative comments about their fellow group
members' responses. "Nice job" or "I like
the way you said that" became a starting
point for many students' reactions to an
individual's response.
One surprising aspect of the response groups was
the extent to which students interacted with me.
Many students eagerly wrote to me between our
weekly class meetings asking questions, expressing
their excitement about the new format, or asking
for missed assignments when they were absent.
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Assessing Individual Performance
in the Group

force the student into further reflection. In fact,
many of my responses are not written words. I
often underline a particularly insightful portion of
I discovered that my assessment of the stuthe
student's response, place a question mark next
dents' responses was based on the following:
to a point that was not consistent with an earlier
1. Did the students include questions about
statement, or put an exclamation point (or two)
what they read?
next
to a comment worthy of reinforcement. I am
2. Did their responses connect article content
not aware of how to respond in this fashion to the
to other information sources ( e.g.
student's electronic response.
class discussion, our textbook,
I can't help but feel
While I feel some remorse at not
field experiences, etc.)?
encouraged by the
sitting with a stack of spiral
3. Did the students interact
notebooks
reading and responding
renewed spirit I detected
with fellow group members by
to pages of students' ponderings, I
posing questions or answering
through their writing
can't
help but feel encouraged by the
questions directed to them?
renewed spirit I detected through their writing. One
While I did not assign a grade to the students'
student confessed that she was so tired of writing
writing in the response groups, they received
journals, she dug out ones she had written in past
points toward their participation grade.
classes and copied them for her current classes. If
journal
writing has become just another school
Article Response Groups or Journals?
assignment, it is time to rekindle the intended
Would I consider assigning article response
purpose
of reflection. Whether this group format
groups again? Yes, but with some modifications.
will serve to deepen each individual's thinking is
Many students expressed frustration with trying to
not yet certain. What is clear is that my students
read and respond to so many group members. In
were
excited about writing and thinking. That kind
the interest of encouraging more frequent and
of enthusiasm is hard to ignore.
potentially deeper responses, I would reduce the
size of the groups from ten to no more than five
students.
With respect to my role in the group, I would
become more active in the group, responding only
after each round of responses. In addition, I would
write to each individual within the group. While email can be a one-to-many form of communication,
I value that one-to-one written communication with
each student that journals provide.
Technology poses both opportunities and
challenges related to my role as teacher. E-mail
makes it possible for students to communicate
with the teacher at any time. As many of my
students wrote to me between class sessions, I
could see "school" continuing long after the
students had left the classroom. The opportunity
for the boundaries between school and real life to
become blurred is an exciting one.
One challenge I faced had to do with the nature
of my response to students' writing. Typically,
when I write in student journals and article reviews,
my comments are very spare and somewhat indirect. It is my intention to respond just enough to
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